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Going home is perhaps the most welcomed,

appreciated, and greatly anticipated event in a

hospital stay. Take a moment, close your eyes,

and think about your home. Think about your

loved ones, your comfortable bed, your pets, and

your home-cooked food. Consider the familiar

surroundings that make you feel relaxed, com-

fortable, and happy. Home is the place that

grounds you. It is a place where you don’t have

an unfamiliar roommate, hall noise, 3:00 a.m.

blood draws, or metal bars along the sides of

your bed. After considering this, you can under-

stand why patients’ desire to go home is so

strong. We all would rather be home than in a

medical facility.

Nevertheless, going home doesn’t happen instant-

ly after the pain subsides. Getting patients to the

point where they can physically manage on their

own, arranging ongoing care, and helping

patients and family understand what they need to

do are all part of going home. This is typically a

complex, interdisciplinary, multi-organization

process. 

Patients evaluate this process based on four dis-

tinct elements. Press Ganey identified these ele-

ments through ethnographic and qualitative

research by developing survey instruments to

measure patients’ satisfaction with their experi-

ence of care and then testing these elements

CHAPTER ONE

What the data
says: Going home
from the patient’s

perspective 
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against rigorous psychometric standards.1 Broad-

ly conceived, these four elements are as follows:

1. Patient’s personal readiness. Do the patient

and family feel that they have the appropri-

ate understanding, confidence, and capacity

to manage at home? Patients with serious

concerns about their own ability to manage

typically will have real issues that need to be

addressed. 

2. Speed. Is the process of getting the patient

home efficient? 

3. Instruction. Do patients and family members

know what to do after they are discharged?

Was patient education regarding self-care,

therapy, medication, and other issues effec-

tive? 

4. Coordination of arrangements across the

continuum. With our aging population,

more patients now require home care ser-

vices, medical equipment, rehabilitation

care, and other health services postdischarge.

How well were these arrangements made and

communicated? 

Four specific points that comprise the discharge

section of Press Ganey’s Inpatient Satisfaction

Surveys explicitly measure these broad concepts: 

1. Extent to which you felt ready to be dis-

charged

2. Speed of discharge process after you were

told you could go home

3. Instructions given about how to care for

yourself at home

4. Help with arranging home care services 

(if needed)

A correlation analysis demonstrates that each of

these items factors into patients’ overall satisfac-

tion with their care and future loyalty behaviors,

particularly “likelihood to recommend,” which is

a powerful measure of future behavioral inten-

tion, and “word-of-mouth” effects (see Table

1.1). Thus, when patients think back on and

judge their experiences at your facility, one of the

things they will consider is their experience with

the discharge process. How they evaluate their

discharge experience is determined by the four

factors above. If you wish to create a patient-cen-

tered discharge process, build your changes on

these critical leverage points. 
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More than 1,500 hospitals nationwide currently

incorporate these questions into their continuous

quality measurement and improvement processes.

From working with our partners on these issues,

we see that patient satisfaction scores for these

questions fluctuate as a direct result of improve-

ment interventions, staffing levels, and other man-

agement and quality changes. They are true indi-

cators of service quality delivered by everyone

involved in the discharge process, including the

internal service quality from support functions. 

Conversely, we also see instances of scores not

changing when nothing is done to actually change

the patient’s reality in the discharge process. One

of our favorite proverbs is “You can’t fatten the

cow by weighing it.” That is, management discus-

sion alone—no matter how heated—does not

change daily practice on the front lines. Measure-

ment alone does nothing; one must take action.

Therefore, use your facility’s quantitative and

qualitative patient data to make changes in the

services and process. The stories and practices we

relate here are all examples of some person—typi-

cally a mid-level manager or director—taking

action with his or her patient satisfaction data to

change the reality of the patient’s journey home.

1.1 Correlation analysis of the discharge section

Extent to which felt ready to be discharged
Speed of discharge process
Instructions about how to care for self at home
Help with arranging home care services

Based on responses received in
2004 from 2,178,609 patients
treated at 1,506 facilities.
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0.422
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0.545
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Correlation analysis of the discharge section of the survey with overall satisfaction
and patient loyalty as measured by “Likelihood to recommend . . . ”

TABLE
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Note that, according to an analysis of the Press

Ganey National Inpatient Database, patients per-

ceive the discharge process as a discrete series of

events, exclusive of the main hospital experience.

Thus, the four questions within the discharge sec-

tion are highly interdependent—improving one

aspect of the discharge process is highly likely to

improve the other discharge items as well. Using

multiple interventions simultaneously will

enhance the efficacy of many best practices. 

Implications for national public
reporting

In 2006, the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid

Services (CMS) will launch the national patient

perspectives public reporting initiative, Hospital

CAHPS: Patient Perspectives on Care (HCAHPS).

Participating hospitals will have their patients’

evaluations publicly available at the CMS Hosp-

ital Compare Web site (www.hospitalcompare.hhs

.gov). Like the Press Ganey survey, HCAHPS 

contains a section devoted to the discharge

process (see Table 1.2) and focuses on managing

at home, instruction, and coordination of care. 

We conducted an analysis of the data from

HCAHPS trial runs and compared hospitals’ per-

formance in the Press Ganey discharge section to

the HCAHPS discharge section. Press Ganey’s dis-

charge section was a strong, reliable predictor of

performance in the HCAHPS discharge section.

Given the looming prospects of public reporting,

many hospitals consider it strategically important

to measure and improve not just HCAHPS mea-

sures but their predictors or precursors on the

Press Ganey survey as well. 

When you left the hospital

18. After you left the hospital, did you go directly
to your own home, to someone else’s home, or to
another health facility?

1 � Own home
2 � Someone else’s home
3 � Another health 

facility 

If Another, Go to Question 21

19. During this hospital stay, did doctors, nurses
or other hospital staff talk with you about whether
you would have the help you needed when you
left the hospital?

1 � Yes
2 � No

20. During this hospital stay, did you get informa-
tion in writing about what symptoms or health
problems to look out for after you left the hospital?

1 � Yes
2 � No

1.2
HCAHPS discharge
process questionsTABLE



Synergy: Patients, physicians,
and hospitals win-win-win

Information provided during discharge helps

patients feel more confident in the management

of their health.2 Standard communication, such

as ‘‘Is there anything you need or want to

know?’’ on the morning of discharge will ensure

that the hospital addresses any lingering informa-

tion needs.3 Education and information can then

be provided and tailored to the patients’ and

families’ expressed needs. 

Despite this, patients’ feelings of confidence may

not last—they may feel well informed at the

point of discharge, but this perception may dete-

riorate over time. Henderson and Zernike found

that within one or two weeks after discharge,

patients felt substantially less well informed.4

This finding underscores the importance of sur-

veying patients soon after discharge (within the

first 10 days) as well as the need for follow-up

interventions that we will detail in Chapter 5. 

Once home, a patient can use written instruc-

tions as a continuous information resource (e.g.,

they could outline what to do at home, when to

resume life activities, symptoms to look out for,

and the contact information of someone on the

healthcare team). Patients want clear, under-

standable instructions.5 In addition, postdis-

charge telephone follow-up can help address

ongoing information needs. Several studies have

shown significant increases in patient satisfaction

and improved clinical outcomes when members

of the healthcare team phone patients within two

weeks following discharge.6 Patients clearly win

when their experience translates into better 

physical outcomes. 

One research finding that amazes healthcare pro-

fessionals is this: Patients who experience longer

stays at hospitals are significantly less satisfied—

no matter what their diagnosis. The data tells us

that, typically, patients want to go home at least

as much as the hospital staff want to see them go

home. Most salient is the prospect that, by reduc-

ing length of stay, facilities can simultaneously

achieve higher patient satisfaction and significant

cost savings. 

Patient Satisfaction and the Discharge Process          © 2006 Copyright HCPro, Inc. and Press Ganey Associates, Inc. 5
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Another important convergence that Press

Ganey’s research has recently discovered is in the

arena of physician satisfaction. When analyzing

the patient’s evaluation of the hospital and com-

paring it to the physician’s evaluation of the same

hospital, we find that one of the strongest predic-

tors of physician satisfaction with the quality of

patient care and the patients’ perspective is dis-

charge. Despite the vast sociocultural differences

between the typical physician and patient, both

agree that an effective discharge process is impor-

tant to their overall evaluation of quality of care. 

Finally, because organizational support for service

and quality improvement projects result, in large

part, from senior executives’ perception of the

program’s payoffs, let’s review the financial bene-

fits of patient satisfaction.7 As a dimension of

hospital quality, 

Discharge is significantly related to

earnings per bed (p < 0.003). For earn-

ings per bed, the dollar amount associ-

ated with a one point gain or loss in

satisfaction (e.g., moving from an aver-

age rating of ‘‘good’’ = 3 points to ‘‘very

good’’ = 4 points) for this dimension of

quality is $4980.8

These facts and the powerful bond between over-

all patient satisfaction and patient loyalty, likeli-

hood to recommend, and measures of financial

performance9 should provide ample justification

for dedicating resources to improving the quality

of discharge preparation.

How to use the next four chapters

The following four chapters of this book center

on the four areas of discharge planning: readi-

ness, speed, self-care, and follow-up. Each chap-

ter starts with a fishbone diagram that expresses

the different events, both with the patient and the

hospital, that can cause an unpleasant discharge

experience. And because any unpleasant experi-

ence may lead to lower patient satisfaction scores,

best practices are provided to counter these nega-

tive events. These best practices are real protocols

used by hospitals across the nation in an effort to

raise satisfaction scores. 

Each best practice is also ordered by rank and

level of evidence. The bolded best practices are

those that have been validated by original 

qualitative research conducted by Press Ganey. 

A majority of the best-performing or most-

improved hospitals utilized these particular prac-

tices in improving or maintaining performance.

The levels are broken down in Table 1.3.
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When resources and finances are limited, it’s 

When resources and finances are limited, it’s

important to focus on improvements that will

offer the best advantage of your facility. These

levels will help you to make a more informed

decision about which practices your facility

might choose to pursue. 
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